abstract: This article investigates the function of like when it occurs in numerically quantified contexts. The pragmatic literature espouses two distinct positions on this topic, though neither has yet been tested empirically. On the one hand, like is argued to be a genuine pragmatic particle, indistinguishable from other discourse uses of this lexeme. Alternatively, others argue that in numerical contexts like carries propositional content and in this respect, it functions adverbially. Quantitative analysis from a large corpus of contemporary English suggests the latter: like is an approximative adverb, alternating with the more traditional form about in the spoken vernacular. However, the perspective afforded by apparent time reveals rapid, ongoing change whereby the traditional adverb is in the process of being ousted. The pattern of change therefore suggests lexical replacement. Among older speakers the preferred form for approximation is about, while among younger speakers the form of choice is like. These results thus indicate that what has previously been treated as a single entity, discourse like, is in fact two distinct forms: like the adverb and like the particle.
A characteristic trait of discourse features is their lack of lexical meaning (Östman 1982; Schiffrin 1986 ). This is one of the reasons why they are notoriously difficult to categorize, gloss, or translate (Brinton 1996 ; see also Hasund 2003) . This aspect of their semantic profile arguably derives from the grammaticalization process, which in the initial stages is characterized by pragmatic strengthening, a development that is generally followed by semantic bleaching or weakening (Hopper and Traugott 2003; Brinton 2006) . As both a marker and a particle, like meets the semantic emptiness criterion, imbued instead with pragmatic meaning(s). However, in the highly circumscribed context of quantifiers and numerical expressions in particular, as in (5), like has been argued to carry propositional content, denoting an approximative meaning (Schourup 1983; Underhill 1988; Meehan 1991; Jucker and Smith 1998; Biber et al. 1999 ).
Historically, the use of like in quantified contexts can be traced to the early nineteenth century. However, as the examples in (6) demonstrate, its content in this frame was not originally approximative. Example (6a) is drawn from Scottish dialect data, where Grant and Dixon (1921, 142) describe its function as an adverb of probability. This same function is present in (6b), from the Oxford English Dictionary (OED2), where it can be glossed as 'more like(ly)'.
6. a. The three mile diminished into like a mile and a bittock. [Sir Walter Scott, Guy Mannering; or, The Astrologer (Edinburgh: Ballantyne, 1815) In fact, even though like has embodied approximative meanings for well over four centuries in some of its uses as a preposition and conjunction (Meehan 1991; OED2) , the OED2 contains no examples in which like can be construed as carrying this meaning before quantified phrases. Nonetheless, contemporary data indicate that like is used in this way not only among younger speakers in London (Andersen 2001, 277) , where it reportedly occurs quite frequently, but also among older speakers of regional varieties across the United Kingdom, as seen in (7). Crucially, here, as in (5), like occupies the same syntactic slot as approximative adverbs such as about and roughly, occurring to the immediate left of the quantifier. [data from Tagliamonte forthcoming] The germane question is, is the use of like in measurable, numeric contexts part of its function as a pragmatic particle, or is this an entirely different form? That is, is the like in (5) the same like that we find in (8)? Andersen (2001, 260) argues yes, when like is used as it is in (5), it is a genuine pragmatic device because it signals to the listener that "the utterance contains a loose interpretation of the speaker's thought." In other words, whereas adverbs such as roughly, approximately, and about operate at the propositional level, like operates metalinguistically, that is, pragmatically. This argumentation implies that like is not functionally equivalent to the adverbials; they are not lexical variants. At the same time, however, Andersen does acknowledge that like can affect truth conditions in quantified contexts (see also Jucker and Smith 1998; Siegel 2002) , pointing out that its omission can affect the propositional meaning of the utterance. This means that in these contexts, like is not in fact distinct from other truth-conditional approximative adverbs. Consider, for example, the data (9) and (10).
9. a. This is about four years later, so I guess I've been back for about eight years now. [N/fi/m/37] b. This is four years later, so I guess I've been back for eight years now. 10. a. If there was a lot of traffic, like twenty-five minutes maximum. And usually it takes like fifteen minutes to get there. [3/U/f/12] b. If there was a lot of traffic, twenty-five minutes maximum. And usually it takes fifteen minutes to get there.
Neither the amended utterance in (9b) nor the one in (10b) is propositionally equivalent to (9a) and (10a). The use of about in (9) and like in (10) signals that the time spans are approximations and that their literal interpretation is not intended. In contrast, the statements in which these forms are omitted are to be interpreted verbatim. The ability of like to affect truth conditions in this way is problematic for the pragmatic argument, since one of the primary definitions of discourse features is their inability to interfere with semantics (Hölker 1991; Jucker 1993; Fraser 1996 ; see also Siegel 2002) .
Despite the contrasting views concerning the function of like in quantified contexts that we find in the literature, the question of its grammatical status as either a particle or an adverb has never been tested empirically. This investigation confronts the issue directly, seeking evidence that supports either the pragmatic argument, whereby like in (5) is functionally equivalent to like in (8), or the adverbial argument, whereby like in quantified contexts is better accounted for in a model of lexical change. If like does function as an approximative adverb in such contexts, then this instantiation is distinct from the discourse particle in (8). Based on a quantitative analysis of data from a large corpus of contemporary English, this latter view is the one argued for here. The discussion is organized as follows. I first detail the methodological considerations, outlining the corpus and the method used in the current study. I then present the results and interpret the findings in light of previous research on lexical replacement. Finally, I summarize the results and address further issues raised in the analysis, such as the role of synonymy and the implications for future research.
DATA
To address the issue of possible lexical variation, I conducted a quantitative variationist analysis of like vis-à-vis adverbs of approximation in a large corpus of contemporary Toronto English. Speakers were selected using a combination of quota-based random sampling and social networking, the fundamental sampling criterion being that participants must have been
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343 born and raised in Toronto. The sample used for the current investigation, outlined in table 1, comprises 97 speakers between the ages of 10 and 87. 3 Collected through traditional sociolinguistic interviews (Labov 1970) , the data are highly informal and vernacular. As such, they provide an authentic model of language use in casual, day-to-day interactions in a large, urban, Canadian context.
METHOD
There are two principal types of quantified phrases in the Toronto English materials: noun phrases, as in (11), and adjective phrases, as in (12). These latter constructions are primarily expressions of age (i.e., X years old(er)), though they also include extent adjectives such as tall, high, and long. Although there are a number of quantifiers available in English (e.g., all, much/many, some, any, and numerals), the most common quantifier in discourse is the cardinal number (Biber et al. 1999, 275-77, 279 ). This too is exemplified by the data in (11) and (12). Consequently, the current analysis focuses on numerically quantified NPs and APs. Every instance of a cardinal number used to modify an NP or an AP was extracted from the interview materials.
The hypothesis being tested is that like functions adverbially in this context, alternating with other approximative adverbs (e.g., about, around, approximately, roughly) . As such, only those quantifiers capable of being approximated A further context in which approximation never occurs in these materials is following a direct inquiry about age, as in (14) Presumably the lack of approximation in (14) derives from the precision of the speaker's knowledge; other things being equal, one always knows one's own age, and unless there is a social reason for hedging, approximation would seem odd, even impolite. Importantly, in this corpus like never occurs in this position either. However, contrast (14) with the sequence in (15), where like predictably does not occur in response to the first question, which seeks the speaker's current age, but it is used in response to the second question, which depends on the accuracy of the speaker's long-term memory. Of course, there are a number of alternative ways of signaling approximation in English. For example, it can be expressed through phrasal coordination (Quirk et al. 1985, 269) , as in (16a) and (16b), or through the use of coordinating tags such as or something (like that) and or so (Biber et al. 1999, 112) , as in (16c) and (16d). Among older speakers, some odd as in (16e) and (16f ) A total of 3,068 numerically quantified phrases allowing modification occurred in the interview materials (2,433 NPs and 635 APs). In addition to speaker age and sex, these were coded for whether like occurred or not, as well as for whether they were modified by some other form. If like and adverbs such as about and roughly are not lexical variants, as Andersen (2001, 260) implies, then the proportion of adverbs should remain relatively constant across the sample. At the very least, there should be no evidence of weak complementarity in the use of these forms, since such a result would be indicative of dynamic change (Sankoff and Thibault 1981, 213 ; see also Laberge 1980; Sankoff 1982) . With this in mind, I turn to the results.
RESULTS
The overall results for numerically quantified contexts are displayed in table 2. The majority of forms are not modified at all. Of those that are, the most frequent form of approximation (excluding like) is adverbial, accounting for 11.5% of the data, followed by coordination at 5.6%. Tags make up the remainder at 2.6%. Included in this latter category are coordinating tags, phrasal tags, and suffixation. Note the frequency of like: it occurs more than one and a half times as often as the traditional adverbs do, with a frequency of 18.8% of numerical expressions.
Among the traditional adverbs, about accounts for an overwhelming proportion of its category (93.2%); approximately and around also occur, but their use is rare. In fact, approximately occurs just once. Biber et al. (1999, 113) report that about is the most common approximating adverb in all registers and that approximately is used primarily in academic prose. The prolific rate of about in the Toronto data is therefore typical of spoken materials.
As noted above, table 2 reports the results as an aggregate. When we consider the use of numerically quantified expressions according to the age of the speakers, a striking pattern emerges. Figure 1 displays the proportions of like and adverbial, coordinated, and tagged modification in the Toronto corpus across apparent time. These results indicate that the frequency of the traditional adverbial approximators is decreasing rapidly. Where among the oldest speakers in the community they occur at a rate of 16.7% (N = 618), among the youngest speakers, the 10-16-year-olds, the adverbs account for just 4.2% of the data (N = 509). In contrast, the use of like has risen from a frequency of 1.1% among speakers aged 60 years and older to 32.4% among speakers under the age of 30 years. This is an extraordinary rate of change.
Crucially, whereas grammaticalization may progress at variable rates (Hopper and Traugott 2003, 49) , lexical change is characterized by its rapidity (Chambers 2000, 193) . During the short period of roughly 65 years that separates the youngest and oldest speakers in the sample, the use of adverbial approximators has declined precipitously in the spoken vernacular, while like has increased to become the most frequent form occurring with numerically quantified expressions. This suggests that like has replaced the traditional forms. Indeed, the complementary distribution of these forms in apparent time is compelling evidence that they are lexical variants (Laberge 1980; Sankoff and Thibault 1981; Sankoff 1982) and that like is functioning primarily as an adverb in this context. In other words, the rising use of like before numerically quantified expressions represents the replacement of one form, the traditional adverbs, by another. Does it follow, however, that a single form should replace a set of forms? As discussed above, the adverbial category consists primarily of about; the remaining 6.8% is represented by around. With such a low rate of occurrence, robust claims are not possible, but it is nonetheless interesting that about and around do not display parallel trajectories in apparent time. Consider figure 2, which tracks the distribution of around across the sample. This form appears to have always been a marginal contender in the system, occurring at extremely low levels. However, while around-like about-declines in frequency across the three older generations, its highest proportion of use is not attained among speakers over the age of 60, but rather among the youngest speakers in the sample, the 10-16-year-olds. Indeed, around is nearly twice as frequent in this cohort than it is among the senior citizens. This suggests that in the spoken language, like is not replacing all approximative adverbs; it seems that only about is being ousted, while around is maintaining a foothold within the youngest generation.
As Chambers (2000, 194) points out, "the replacement of one word by another requires as a precursor the availability in the community of a variant that can replace it." The distributional evidence from Toronto is revealing in this regard. Among the oldest speakers, like is a minority variant. In contrast, the traditional adverb about prevails. The use of this latter form then remains stable as the frequency of like rises among the middle-aged speakers. In fact, the overall proportions of about, coordination, and tags are level across the two oldest age groups; it is only the rate of like that changes, and there is robust layering of approximative strategies. This situation, however, is short-lived. Among the 17-29-year-olds, like increases rapidly, and it clearly does so at the expense of about (and possibly coordination). What we seem to have, therefore, is a situation in which a new lexical option enters the system and then briefly competes with the older forms for currency before rising to supremacy.
Because the lexicon is relatively accessible to consciousness, speakers are often aware of lexical changes:
Words come to be associated with certain social groups, and their currency waxes or wanes depending on the social status of the groups. When a word declines in frequency, it almost invariably goes through a period when its use becomes increasingly restricted to older people. [Chambers 2000, 193-94] In the case of signaling approximation, the results in figure 1 suggest that once like attained a critical mass in the speech of the 30-59-year-olds, it increased rapidly among younger speakers. 5 In fact, a separate configuration of the data (not shown here) reveals that among speakers in their thirties, like and about are used in relatively equal proportions (12.2% vs. 13.8% respectively; N = 369). Among speakers in their mid-to late twenties, a completely different pattern is evident, wherein the use of like has increased exponentially relative to the traditional vernacular form (like 26.3% vs. about 9.9%; N = 262). From this point forward, the use of like increases incrementally among younger speakers while the use of about continues to decline. In other words, about is becoming increasingly associated with older speakers.
Interestingly, the replacement of about does not appear to interact with speaker sex: both males and females use like in virtually equal proportions (males: 18.3%, N = 1,364 vs. females: 19.2%, N = 1,704). Cross-tabulation by age reveals no further insights. In fact, among the youngest speakers, the 10-16-year-olds, the overall frequency of like is identical at 32.8% (females: N = 311; males: N = 198). 6 Thus, despite the potential awareness in the community regarding this change and the overt stigmatization of discourse uses of like (e.g., Jespersen 1942, 417; Schourup 1983, 29; Dailey-O'Cain 2000, 69-70) , these factors are not manifested through sexual differentiation of the adverbial function of this lexeme.
Subjecting these data to multivariate analysis, as in table 3, provides further evidence for the argument that like in numerically quantified contexts functions as an adverb of approximation. This table reports the results for like and about, since these are the forms in competition. Two aspects of the regressional results provide strong support for the analysis of lexical replacement argued for here. First, the age hierarchies are mirror images of each other: like is significantly correlated with speakers under the age of 30 while about is significantly correlated with those over the age of 30. Second, the corrected means ("input" in table 3), which indicate the propensity for each form to be used apart from the influence of any of the environments (in this case, age and sex), are nearly identical: like .12 vs. about .10. This indicates that despite the ranges in the overall frequency of use of each form across apparent time, the overall tendency to use either adverb is the same. In other words, the form has changed: where one increases, the other decreases. This is the defining characterization of weak complementarity (Sankoff and Thibault 1981, 207) , thus corroborating the analysis of lexical replacement. The strength of age underscores the speed at which like has risen and the traditional adverbial about has been relegated to a minor variant (note the ranges of 70 and 48, respectively).
Thus, the multivariate evidence from both age and the corrected means corroborates an adverbial analysis for like in quantified contexts. Another aspect of the results in table 3 supports this finding from a different perspective, because it indicates that in quantified contexts like does not pattern like the particle. This is the failure of sex to play a significant role in the conditioning of like. This confirms the lack of a sex effect that was suggested by the distributional results. 7 Crucially, it also deviates from the constraints on the particle, which is significantly correlated with males (D'Arcy 2005, in table 3 indicates a slight favoring effect for males, but the same result is evident for about. This suggests that the direction of effect is not particular to like, but rather that it is characteristic of approximative adverbs in the spoken language more generally. That is, men use adverbial approximation slightly more often than women do. In fact, in a separate configuration of the data (not shown here), the women were found to use significantly less modification than the men, despite the narrow margin in overall proportions (females: 37.0%; FW .48; N = 1,704; males: 40.6%; FW .53; N = 1,364).
In sum, the weight of the distributional and multivariate evidence from Toronto English is strongly suggestive that in quantified contexts, like is an adverb, replacing about in vernacular usage. Nonetheless, the question remains as to whether like in these contexts is always an adverb or whether it is possible that like may perform extended functions in numerical contexts. That is, some instances of like may be discursive while others are adverbial. This is a difficult question to answer, since it is unclear how to disentangle the two. 8 What is clear is that the corrected means in table 3 indicate that the overall tendency to use like is virtually identical to that of about, and as such, these forms are in complementary distribution across the population. Thus, if like the particle can occur in numerically quantified contexts, it does so rarely.
Yet, besides the age-correlated shifts in the lexical variants, it is also possible to surmise that the overall rate of modification increases between the oldest and youngest generations: not only does the rate of like in the two youngest groups surpass that of about in the two oldest ones, but the proportion of utterances that include approximations also increases for the younger speakers (cf. figure 1) . This is reflected in the difference in the ranges in table 3: the rate of change toward like has not progressed in direct proportion to the shift away from about. It is possible that what we are witnessing is an age-graded effect whereby higher rates of adverbial approximation are characteristic of younger speakers. What is needed to evaluate this hypothesis is evidence from diachronic corpora, enabling a comparison of the overall proportion of modification across the community. If at two or more points the rate is higher among speakers under 30 years of age, then this would be evidence of age-grading. If, however, no such trend were apparent, then we would suspect that the current situation is complicated by some other factor.
The lack of real-time data notwithstanding, a potential clue is provided by the results in figure 2. As already discussed, the frequency of around is notably greater among the 10-16-year-olds than it is for any other group. In fact, this difference is highly significant (p < .0001). Why should these (pre)adolescents reflect such a different pattern of use than subsequent age groups? Strikingly, this type of curve-whereby young speakers exhibit frequencies that far outmeasure those associated with older sectors of the population-has featured prominently in the age-grading literature (see Chambers 2002) . In other words, it is possible that the 10-16-year-olds have a proclivity for adverbial approximation that will decline as they mature. This hypothesis is tentative, and as it addresses only the (pre)adolescents and not the young adults, it requires further research. I leave the issue open.
An alternative scenario is suggested by the results for auxiliary avoir ~ être as well as for allé ~ été in Montreal French, which display the same uneven distribution as does like. Although correlated with socioeconomic factors rather than with age, Sankoff and Thibault (1981, 210, 212) report that the slope of change was consistently steeper for the nonstandard variant (equal in this instance to like) than it was for the standard one. Consequently, the overall rate of use of both variants is lower at one end of the scale than at the other. This is precisely the pattern that we see in figure 1: like rises faster than about declines, resulting in higher proportions of approximation among speakers under 30 than among those above this age. Thus, another possibility is that these inequalities are inherent aspects of weak complementarity, regardless of the external index one is using (i.e., socioeconomic status, age, etc.).
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
The distributional results in figure 1 indicate that although like occurs as an adverb of approximation among older speakers in Toronto, it was a minority variant in the spoken vernacular. Indeed, the apparent-time evidence suggests that during the first third of the twentieth century, it was, at best, an incipient lexical alternative, accounting for a mere 1% of quantified phrases. Nonetheless, the examples in (7), which demonstrate adverbial uses of like among older speakers of regional and somewhat isolated British varieties (see Tagliamonte and Smith 2002, 254-56; Tagliamonte, Smith, and Lawrence 2005, 79) , suggest that this lexeme has performed an approximative function in English for quite some time. 9 Whatever the mechanism of change in the current materials, like has since accelerated in the system to the point where it is currently the preferred adverb for expressing approximation in numerical contexts among speakers under 30, at least in Toronto. The crossover pattern in the relative proportions of like and other approximative adverbs such as about in figure 1 indicates a pattern of lexical replacement, one that has progressed swiftly in the community. Among the oldest speakers in the community, it is possible to find examples in which about and like are used interchangeably, as in (17). However, among the youngest speakers, the traditional form about is obsolescent in the spoken vernacular, occurring no more frequently than phrasal coordination, which has been a minority form as far back as can be determined in this corpus. In summary, the apparent-time results show a path of change in which like first enters numerical contexts simply as another lexical option among many for expressing approximation. In the initial stages it competes with the already existing adverbs and the periphrastic constructions. Fairly quickly, however, it gains currency, as shown by its increase in frequency. For the youngest speakers, like is the dominant form by far, taking over the system. Plainly put, the initial layering of approximative adverbials leads to the eventual ousting of about, replaced by the innovative like in the speech of those under 30 years of age.
A question that may be raised is whether like and approximative adverbs such as about are perfect synonyms. In other words, are like and about semantic equivalents? Schourup (1983, 30-31) argues that about cannot always be felicitously substituted for like, as in (18), and as such, they are not equivalent.
18. a. They've been living in this big three-story house with basements-like four floors. b. My hand'll get into his mouth or like just one finger or something like that.
However, these instances do not seem to be examples of like as an approximative adverb. In (18a) it can be paraphrased by "as if (it were)," and in (18b) it seems to signal a part/whole relationship. In a similar vein, Siegel (2002, 39-40) points out that while it is "odd" to agree with an approximate, the same restriction does not hold with like. For example, she contends that although (19b) is marginal as a response to (19a), this effect does not hold in (20).
19. a. He has about six sisters. b. Yes, he has exactly six. 20. a. He has like six sisters.
b. Yes, he has exactly six.
I believe the appropriateness is marginal in both cases. Further, despite Siegel's claim to the contrary, it would be fully acceptable in both (19) and (20) if the response were "No, he has exactly six."
It is therefore my contention that these points are incidental. Moreover, perfect synonymy in language is rare and individual forms need not overlap entirely in order to be used interchangeably. Thus, Sankoff (1988, 153) writes:
While it is indisputable that some difference in connotation may, upon reflection, be postulated among so-called synonyms whether in isolation or in context, . . . there is no reason to expect these differences to be pertinent every time one of the variant forms is used.
I assume that in the case of like and the approximative adverb about, any such distinctions in referential value are neutralized in discourse (Sankoff 1988, 153; see also Labov 1973; Sankoff, Thibault and Bérubé 1978 for lexical variation) . This position is corroborated by the weak complementarity of these forms, demonstrating that any differences between them serve "no basic discourse function" (Sankoff and Thibault 1981, 210) .
The establishment of an approximative function for like has overarching ramifications for discourse analysis and variation studies. Despite the general disagreement in the literature regarding its pragmatic force in quantified contexts, the particle and the adverb have generally been treated as a single entity (e.g., Andersen 1997 Andersen , 2001 Levey 2004) . This is problematic. In describing the distribution of the discourse particle, various authors report nominal projections to be among the three most frequent slots occupied by like (e.g., Schourup 1983; Underhill 1988; Romaine and Lange 1991; Andersen 1997 Andersen , 2001 Levey 2004) . However, the results presented in the current analysis suggest that failing to acknowledge that two distinct functions are performed by this lexeme, one approximative and one discursive, compromises the analyst's ability to provide a defensible notion of the relative frequency of the particle in the syntactic frames in which it occurs. Thus, when the object of study is a form that is reputed for its ubiquity and multifunctionality, we must be sure in circumscribing our variable context that, of all the likes, we have the right one.
NOTES
This article presents a slightly revised version of a chapter from my doctoral dissertation (D'Arcy 2005). I am deeply indebted to Sali Tagliamonte, not only for being my supervisor extraordinaire on this research, but also for giving me access to her Toronto English and Roots of English archives, without which this work would not have been possible. I also thank Jack Chambers and Alana Johns, my committee members, for invaluable feedback and commentary throughout the writing process. Finally, I am grateful to Laurel Brinton and two anonymous reviewers for comments that have strengthened this work in important ways. This research was supported by SSHRC Doctoral Fellowship no. 752-2002 -2177 1. As a preposition and conjunction, like derives from OE gelic while as a lexical verb it derives from ME lician (Romaine and Lange 1991, 271 ; also OED2). 2. The parenthetical information following examples marks the subcorpus the datum was extracted from and the individual speaker code, followed by the speaker's sex and age. cardinal one, see Jespersen (1933, 174) and Quirk et al. (1985, 128) . 5. This hypothesis is supported by the indelible S-curve of linguistic change, visible in figure 1, which reflects the logistic progression of change in which it initially spreads slowly, but once it reaches a frequency of approximately 20%, the rate of change increases before slowing asymptotically as the change approaches completion (e.g., Labov 1994, 65-67) . 6. Even within the critical crossover generation, the 30-39-year-olds, there is no significant differentiation based on sex (females: 11.3%, N = 194 vs. males: 13.1%, N = 175). 7. The disagreement between the distributional results and the factor weights for sex in the first column is further evidence that this factor has no effect on the replacement of about by like as an adverb of approximation. Not only is there no female-male trend in terms of overall frequency, but there is also some minor fluctuation across apparent time in the relative use of this form between the sexes. 8. A number of people have suggested to me the possibility that the discourse particle is prosodically marked, characterized by a pause. This is an interesting and worthwhile avenue of investigation, but not one that is viable using the methods adopted here. 9. Contrary to the position commonly taken in the literature (see Andersen 2001, 216 and references therein), D'Arcy (2005) demonstrates that discourse and adverbial uses of like do not have a North American genesis. They are attested in a number of specific syntactic positions at least two decades earlier in England, Scotland, and Ireland than they are in North America.
